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Political discourse is a complex communicative space which is characterized by an ongoing race for power. This can be seen in the peculiar strategies and tactics pursued by smart politicians. Political discourse is manipulative and agonal in nature as it is associated with politicians’ desire to act only in their own interests while seeking power and attempting to hold it, and it is most vividly manifested through the us-and-them category. It is through exploiting the ‘friend and foe’ image that politicians have always polarized the “positive evaluations of ‘us’ and negative evaluations of ‘them’ [van Dijk: 28].

A good illustration of the us-and-them category, among many instances, can be found in the Gore-Bush Presidential Debates. First of all, the category is manifested through pronouns we/us/our and they/them/their. By establishing this separation the politicians can create a positive image of the group they belong to and a negative one of the one they detest. 

A close look at the debates shows that both G. Bush and Al. Gore make frequent use of pronouns we/us/our but aims differ. Bush uses them primarily to express institutional identity, i.e. to speak as a representative of his party or the government. Also, he sounds as if he is part of the nation and one of the folks and he makes us think that his party is a team. This definitely helps him to score higher than Gore and hence beat up the opponent. 
The use of pronouns they/them/their by both politicians is not that frequent and in most cases the plural pronoun refers to some unspecified groups of people, different organizations or countries. Their function is not to create the image of an enemy but to convey what they think about others. Both politicians are obsessed with producing a positive impression on the voter. But the contenders sound definitely negative when they refer to one another as Governor Bush, Vice President, this man or my opponent and this might be seen as sarcasm or hostility.

The us-and-them category can be manifested in the use of keywords such as American people, America’s children, a right choice, national strength, number one priority, American history, freedom, vital national interests, to keep the peace (as markers of ‘us’), wrong priorities, wrong choice, different outlook, Democrats, a difference of opinion,  to fight and win war, terms of battlefield (as markers of ‘them’); set expressions such as the Golden Rule, the American Dream, keep the word, to stop at the water’s edge, an exit strategy, to test your mettle, to lay down arms (‘us’), and the gun show loophole, runoff election, fuzzy math, weapons of mass destruction (‘them’); proverbs and quotations: a promise made is a promise kept, love your neighbor like you would like to be loved yourself (‘us’).

The onset of the 21st century is a turning point in the US politics and history. Insights into the presidential debates show how the concept of ‘values’ shifts into the concept of ‘interests’. This is to say that national ideas based on the Puritans’ doctrines are replaced by a trendy ideology. ‘Values’ and ‘interests’ are the dominant concepts in the politicians’ speeches and if the pronouns may not be self-explanatory in showing the confrontation between the candidates, the concepts definitely reach that goal. Here are a few examples.

“This race is about values, it's about change, it's about giving choices to the American people” (Gore, 11 October 2000).

“Now, there have to be other factors involved for me to want to be involved. But by itself, that to me can bring into play a fundamental American strategic interest because I think it's based on our values” (Gore, 11 October 2000).

“Peace in the Middle East is in our nation's interests. Having a hemisphere that is free for trade and peaceful is in our nation's interests. Strong relations in Europe are in our nation's interest” (Bush, 11 October 2000).

In conclusion, the us-and-them category can be represented by various means. But one thing stays clear. By establishing an us-and-them separation politicians try to reduce “the complexity of actions and events to two distinct groups, one of which – us – is deemed to be good, the other – them – bad” [Wodak: 585]. 
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